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 Interpreting the Variorum

 Stanley E. Fish

 I

 The first two volumes of the Milton Variorum Commentary have now ap-
 peared, and I find them endlessly fascinating. My interest, however, is
 not in the questions they manage to resolve (although these are many)
 but in the theoretical assumptions which are responsible for their occa-
 sional failures. These failures constitute a pattern, one in which a host of
 commentators-separated by as much as two hundred and seventy years
 but contemporaries in their shared concerns-are lined up on either
 side of an interpretive crux. Some of these are famous, even infamous:
 what is the two-handed engine in Lycidas? what is the meaning of
 Haemony in Comus? Others, like the identity of whoever or whatever
 comes to the window in L'Allegro, line 46, are only slightly less notorious.
 Still others are of interest largely to those who make editions: matters of
 pronoun referents, lexical ambiguities, punctuation. In each instance,
 however, the pattern is consistent: every position taken is supported by
 wholly convincing evidence-in the case of L'Allegro and the coming to
 the window there is a persuasive champion for every proper noun within
 a radius of ten lines-and the editorial procedure always ends either in
 the graceful throwing up of hands, or in the recording of a disagree-
 ment between the two editors themselves. In short, these are problems
 that apparently cannot be solved, at least not by the methods tradition-
 ally brought to bear on them. What I would like to argue is that they are
 not meant to be solved, but to be experienced (they signify), and that
 consequently any procedure that attempts to determine which of a
 number of readings is correct will necessarily fail. What this means is
 that the commentators and editors have been asking the wrong ques-
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 466 Stanley E. Fish Interpreting the Variorum

 tions and that a new set of questions based on new assumptions must be
 formulated. I would like at least to make a beginning in that direction by
 examining some of the points in dispute in Milton's sonnets. I choose the
 sonnets because they are brief and because one can move easily from
 them to the theoretical issues with which this paper is finally concerned.

 Milton's twentieth sonnet- "Lawrence of virtuous father virtuous

 son"-has been the subject of relatively little commentary. In it the poet
 invites a friend to join him in some distinctly Horatian pleasures-a neat
 repast intermixed with conversation, wine, and song; a respite from
 labor all the more enjoyable because outside the earth is frozen and the
 day sullen. The only controversy the sonnet has inspired concerns its
 final two lines:

 Lawrence of virtuous father virtuous son,
 Now that the fields are dank, and ways are mire,
 Where shall we sometimes meet, and by the fire
 Help waste a sullen day; what may be won

 5 From the hard season gaining; time will run
 On smoother, till Favonius reinspire
 The frozen earth; and clothe in fresh attire
 The lily and rose, that neither sowed nor spun.

 What neat repast shall feast us, light and choice,
 10 Of Attic taste, with wine, whence we may rise

 To hear the lute well touched, or artful voice
 Warble immortal notes and Tuscan air?

 He who of those delights can judge, and spare
 To interpose them oft, is not unwise.1

 The focus of the controversy is the word "spare," for which two readings
 have been proposed: leave time for and refrain from. Obviously the
 point is crucial if one is to resolve the sense of the lines. In one reading
 "those delights" are being recommended-he who can leave time for
 them is not unwise; in the other, they are the subject of a warning-he
 who knows when to refrain from them is not unwise. The proponents of
 the two interpretations cite as evidence both English and Latin syntax,
 various sources and analogues, Milton's "known attitudes" as they are
 found in his other writings, and the unambiguously expressed senti-

 1. All references are to The Poems of John Milton, ed. John Carey and Alastair Fowler
 (London, 1968).

 Stanley E. Fish, professor of English at Johns Hopkins University, is
 the author ofJohn Skelton's Poetry, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise
 Lost, and Self-consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century
 Literature. His previous contribution to Critical Inquiry, "Facts and Fic-
 tions: A Reply to Ralph Rader," appeared in our first volume.
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 Critical Inquiry Spring 1976 467

 ments of the following sonnet on the same question. Surveying these
 arguments, A. S. P. Woodhouse roundly declares: "It is plain that all the
 honours rest with" the meaning "refrain from" or "forbear to." This
 declaration is followed immediately by a bracketed paragraph initialled
 D. B. for Douglas Bush, who, writing presumably after Woodhouse has
 died, begins "In spite of the array of scholarly names the case for 'for-
 bear to' may be thought much weaker, and the case for 'spare time for'
 much stronger, than Woodhouse found them."2 Bush then proceeds to
 review much of the evidence marshaled by Woodhouse and to draw
 from it exactly the opposite conclusion. If it does nothing else, this
 curious performance anticipates a point I shall make in a few moments:
 evidence brought to bear in the course of formalist analyses-that is,
 analyses generated by the assumption that meaning is embedded in the
 artifact-will always point in as many directions as there are interpret-
 ers; that is, not only will it prove something, it will prove anything.

 It would appear then that we are back at square one, with a con-
 troversy that cannot be settled because the evidence is inconclusive. But
 what if that controversy is itself regarded as evidence, not of an am-
 biguity that must be removed, but of an ambiguity that readers have
 always experienced? What, in other words, if for the question "what does
 'spare' mean?" we substitute the question "what does the fact that the
 meaning of 'spare' has always been an issue mean"? The advantage of
 this question is that it can be answered. Indeed it has already been
 answered by the readers who are cited in the Variorum Commentary. What
 these readers debate is the judgment the poem makes on the delights of
 recreation; what their debate indicates is that the judgment is blurred by
 a verb that can be made to participate in contradictory readings. (Thus
 the important thing about the evidence surveyed in the Variorum is not
 how it is marshaled, but that it could be marshaled at all, because it then
 becomes evidence of the equal availability of both interpretations.) In
 other words, the lines first generate a pressure for judgment-"he who
 of those delights can judge"-and then decline to deliver it; the pres-
 sure, however, still exists, and it is transferred from the words on the
 page to the reader (the reader is "he who"), who comes away from the
 poem not with a statement, but with a responsibility, the responsibility of
 deciding when and how often-if at all-to indulge in "those delights"
 (they remain delights in either case). This transferring of responsibility
 from the text to its readers is what the lines ask us to do-it is the essence

 of their experience-and in my terms it is therefore what the lines mean.
 It is a meaning the Variorum critics attest to even as they resist it, for what
 they are laboring so mightily to do by fixing the sense of the lines is to
 give the responsibility back. The text, however, will not accept it and

 2. A Variorum Commentary on the Poems of John Milton, vol. 2, pt. 2, ed. A. S. P.
 Woodhouse and Douglas Bush (New York, 1972), p. 475.
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 468 Stanley E. Fish Interpreting the Variorum

 remains determinedly evasive, even in its last two words, "not unwise."
 In their position these words confirm the impossibility of extracting
 from the poem a moral formula, for the assertion (certainly too strong a
 word) they complete is of the form, "He who does such and such, of him
 it cannot be said that he is unwise"; but of course neither can it be said
 that he is wise. Thus what Bush correctly terms the "defensive" "not
 unwise" operates to prevent us from attaching the label "wise" to any
 action, including either of the actions-leaving time for or refraining
 from-represented by the ambiguity of "spare." Not only is the pressure
 of judgment taken off the poem, it is taken off the activity the poem at
 first pretended to judge. The issue is finally not the moral status of
 "those delights"-they become in seventeenth-century terms "things
 indifferent"-but on the good or bad uses to which they can be put by
 readers who are left, as Milton always leaves them, to choose and man-
 age by themselves.

 Let us step back for a moment and see how far we've come. We
 began with an apparently insoluble problem and proceeded, not to solve
 it, but to make it signify; first by regarding it as evidence of an experi-
 ence and then by specifying for that experience a meaning. Moreover,
 the configurations of that experience, when they are made available by a
 reader-oriented analysis, serve as a check against the endlessly inconclu-
 sive adducing of evidence which characterizes formalist analysis. That is
 to say, any determination of what "spare" means (in a positivist or literal
 sense) is liable to be upset by the bringing forward of another analogue,
 or by a more complete computation of statistical frequencies, or by the
 discovery of new biographical information, or by anything else; but if we
 first determine that everything in the line before "spare" creates the
 expectation of an imminent judgment, then the ambiguity of "spare" can
 be assigned a significance in the context of that expectation. (It disap-
 points it and transfers the pressure of judgment to us.) That context is
 experiential, and it is within its contours and constraints that
 significances are established (both in the act of reading and in the
 analysis of that act). In formalist analyses the only constraints are the
 notoriously open-ended possibilities and combination of possibilities that
 emerge when one begins to consult dictionaries and grammars and his-
 tories; to consult dictionaries, grammars, and histories is to assume that
 meanings can be specified independently of the activity of reading; what
 the example of "spare" shows is that it is in and by that activity that
 meanings-experiential, not positivist-are created.

 In other words, it is the structure of the reader's experience rather
 than any structures available on the page that should be the object of
 description. In the case of Sonnet XX, that experiential structure was
 uncovered when an examination of formal structures led to an impasse;
 and the pressure to remove that impasse led to the substitution of one set
 of questions for another. It will more often be the case that the pressure
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 Critical Inquiry Spring 1976 469

 of a spectacular failure will be absent. The sins of formalist-positivist
 analysis are primarily sins of omission, not an inability to explain
 phenomena, but an inability to see that they are there because its as-
 sumptions make it inevitable that they will be overlooked or suppressed.
 Consider, for example, the concluding lines of another of Milton's son-
 nets, "Avenge O Lord thy slaughtered saints."

 Avenge O Lord thy slaughtered saints, whose bones
 Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold,
 Even them who kept thy truth so pure of old
 When all our fathers worshipped stocks and stones,

 5 Forget not: in thy book record their groans
 Who were thy sheep and in their ancient fold
 Slain by the bloody Piedmontese that rolled
 Mother with infant down the rocks. Their moans

 The vales redoubled to the hills, and they
 10 To heaven. Their martyred blood and ashes sow

 O'er all the Italian fields where still doth sway
 The triple Tyrant: that from these may grow

 A hundredfold, who having learnt thy way
 Early may fly the Babylonian woe.

 In this sonnet, the poet simultaneously petitions God and wonders
 aloud about the justice of allowing the faithful--"Even them who kept
 thy rruth"-to be so brutally slaughtered. The note struck is alternately
 one of plea and complaint, and there is more than a hint that God is
 being called to account for what has happened to the Waldensians. It is
 generally agreed, however, that the note of complaint is less and less
 sounded and that the poem ends with an affirmation of faith in the
 ultimate operation of God's justice. In this reading, the final lines are
 taken to be saying something like this: From the blood of these mar-
 tyred, O God, raise up a new and more numerous people, who, by virtue
 of an early education in thy law, will escape destruction by fleeing the
 Babylonian woe. Babylonian woe has been variously glossed3; but what-
 ever it is taken to mean it is always read as part of a statement that
 specifies a set of conditions for the escaping of destruction or punish-
 ment; it is a warning to the reader as well as a petition to God. As a
 warning, however, it is oddly situated since the conditions it seems to
 specify were in fact met by the Waldensians, who of all men most fol-
 lowed God's laws. In other words, the details of their story would seem to

 3. It is first of all a reference to the city of iniquity from which the Hebrews are urged
 to flee in Isaiah and Jeremiah. In Protestant polemics Babylon is identified with the Roman
 Church whose destruction is prophesied in the book of Revelation. And in some Puritan
 tracts, Babylon is the name for Augustine's earthly city, from which the faithful are to flee
 inwardly in order to escape the fate awaiting the unregenerate. See Variorum Commentary,
 pp. 440-41.
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 470 Stanley E. Fish Interpreting the Variorum

 undercut the affirmative moral the speaker proposes to draw from it. It
 is further undercut by a reading that is fleetingly available, although no
 one has acknowledged it because it is a function, not of the words on the
 page, but of the experience of the reader. In that experience, line 13 will
 for a moment be accepted as a complete sense unit and the emphasis of
 the line will fall on "thy way" (a phrase that has received absolutely no
 attention in the commentaries). At this point "thy way" can refer only to
 the way in which God has dealt with the Waldensians. That is, "thy way"
 seems to pick up the note of outrage with which the poem began, and if
 we continue to so interpret it, the conclusion of the poem will be a grim
 one indeed: since by this example it appears that God rains down
 punishment indiscriminately, it would be best perhaps to withdraw from
 the arena of his service, and thereby hope at least to be safely out of the
 line of fire. This is not the conclusion we carry away, because as line 14
 unfolds, another reading of "thy way" becomes available, a reading in
 which "early" qualifies "learnt" and refers to something the faithful
 should do (learn thy way at an early age) rather than to something God has
 failed to do (save the Waldensians). These two readings are answerable
 to the pulls exerted by the beginning and ending of the poem: the
 outrage expressed in the opening lines generates a pressure for an ex-
 planation, and the grimmer reading is answerable to that pressure (even
 if it is also disturbing); the ending of the poem, the forward and upward
 movement of lines 10-14, creates the expectation of an affirmation, and
 the second reading fulfills that expectation. The criticism shows that in
 the end we settle on the more optimistic reading-it feels better-but
 even so the other has been a part of our experience, and because it has
 been a part of our experience, it means. What it means is that while we
 may be able to extract from the poem a statement affirming God's jus-
 tice, we are not allowed to forget the evidence (of things seen) that makes
 the extraction so difficult (both for the speaker and for us). It is a
 difficulty we experience in the act of reading, even though a criticism
 which takes no account of that act has, as we have seen, suppressed it.

 In each of the sonnets we have considered, the significant word or
 phrase occurs at a line break where a reader is invited to place it first in
 one and then in another structure of syntax and sense. This moment of
 hesitation, of semantic or syntactic slide, is crucial to the experience the
 verse provides, but, in a formalist analysis, that moment will disappear,
 either because it has been flattened out and made into an (insoluble)
 interpretive crux, or because it has been eliminated in the course of a
 procedure that is incapable of finding value in temporal phenomena. In
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 Critical Inquiry Spring 1976 471

 the case of "When I consider how my light is spent," these two failures
 are combined.

 When I consider how my light is spent,
 Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide,
 And that one talent which is death to hide,
 Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent

 5 To serve therewith my maker, and present
 My true account, lest he returning chide,
 Doth God exact day-labour, light denied,
 I fondly ask; but Patience to prevent

 That murmur, soon replies, God doth not need
 10 Either man's work or his own gifts, who best

 Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best, his state
 Is kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed

 And post o'er land and ocean without rest:
 They also serve who only stand and wait.

 The interpretive crux once again concerns the final line: "They also
 serve who only stand and wait." For some this is an unqualified accep-
 tance of God's will, while for others the note of affirmation is muted or
 even forced. The usual kinds of evidence are marshaled by the opposing
 parties, and the usual inconclusiveness is the result. There are some
 areas of agreement. "All the interpretations," Woodhouse remarks,
 "recognize that the sonnet commences from a mood of depression,
 frustration [and] impatience."4 The object of impatience is a God who
 would first demand service and then take away the means of serving,
 and the oft noted allusion to the parable of the talents lends scriptural
 support to the accusation the poet is implicitly making: you have cast the
 wrong servant into unprofitable darkness. It has also been observed that
 the syntax and rhythm of these early lines, and especially of lines 6-8,
 are rough and uncertain; the speaker is struggling with his agitated
 thoughts and he changes directions abruptly, with no regard for the line
 as a unit of sense. The poem, says one critic, "seems almost out of
 control."5

 The question I would ask is "whose control?"; for what these formal
 descriptions point to (but do not acknowledge) is the extraordinary
 number of adjustments required of readers who would negotiate these
 lines. The first adjustment is the result of the expectations created by the
 second half of line 6--"lest he returning chide." Since there is no full
 stop after "chide," it is natural to assume that this will be an introduction
 to reported speech, and to assume further that what will be reported is
 the poet's anticipation of the voice of God as it calls him, to an unfair

 4. Variorum Commentary, p. 469.
 5. Ibid., p. 457.
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 472 Stanley E. Fish Interpreting the Variorum

 accounting. This assumption does not survive line 7-"Doth God exact
 day-labour, light denied"-which rather than chiding the poet for his
 inactivity seems to rebuke him for having expected that chiding. The
 accents are precisely those heard so often in the Old Testament when
 God answers a reluctant Gideon, or a disputatious Moses, or a self-
 justifying Job: do you presume to judge my ways or to appoint my
 motives? Do you think I would exact day labor, light denied? In other
 words, the poem seems to turn at this point from a questioning of God to
 a questioning of that questioning; or, rather, the reader turns from the
 one to the other in the act of revising his projection of what line 7 will say
 and do. As it turns out, however, that revision must itself be revised
 because it had been made within the assumption that what we are hear-
 ing is the voice of God. This assumption falls before the very next phrase
 "I fondly ask," which requires not one, but two adjustments. Since the
 speaker of line 7 is firmly identified as the poet, the line must be reinter-
 preted as a continuation of his complaint-Is that the way you operate,
 God, denying light, but exacting labor?-but even as that interpretation
 emerges, the poet withdraws from it by inserting the adverb "fondly,"
 and once again the line slips out of the reader's control.

 In a matter of seconds, then, line 7 has led four experiential lives,
 one as we anticipate it, another as that anticipation is revised, a third
 when we retroactively identify its speaker, and a fourth when that
 speaker disclaims it. What changes in each of these lives is the status of
 the poet's murmurings-they are alternately expressed, rejected, rein-
 stated, and qualified-and as the sequence ends, the reader is without a
 firm perspective on the question of record: does God deal justly with his
 servants?

 A firm perspective appears to be provided by Patience, whose en-
 trance into the poem, the critics tell us, gives it both argumentative and
 metrical stability. But in fact the presence of Patience in the poem finally
 assures its continuing instability by making it impossible to specify the
 degree to which the speaker approves, or even participates in, the
 affirmation of the final line: "They also serve who only stand and wait."
 We know that Patience to prevent the poet's murmur soon replies (not
 soon enough however to prevent the murmur from registering), but we
 do not know when that reply ends. Does Patience fall silent in line 12,
 after "kingly"? or at the conclusion of line 13? or not at all? Does the poet
 appropriate these lines or share them or simply listen to them, as we do?
 These questions are unanswerable, and it is because they remain unan-
 swerable that the poem ends uncertainly. The uncertainty is not in the
 statement it makes-in isolation line 14 is unequivocal-but in our inabil-
 ity to assign that statement to either the poet or to Patience. Were the
 final line marked unambiguously for the poet, then we would receive it
 as a resolution of his earlier doubts; and were it marked for Patience, it

 would be a sign that those doubts were still very much in force. It is
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 Critical Inquiry Spring 1976 473

 marked for neither, and therefore we are without the satisfaction that a
 firmly conclusive ending (in any direction) would have provided. In
 short, we leave the poem unsure, and our unsureness is the realization
 (in our experience) of the unsureness with which the affirmation of the
 final line is, or is not, made. (This unsureness also operates to actualize
 the two possible readings of "wait": wait in the sense of expecting, that is
 waiting for an opportunity to serve actively; or wait in the sense of
 waiting in service, a waiting that is itself fully satisfying because the
 impulse to self-glorifying action has been stilled.)

 The question debated in the Variorum Commentary is, how far from
 the mood of frustration and impatience does the poem finally move?
 The answer given by an experiential analysis is that you can't tell, and
 the fact that you can't tell is responsible for the uneasiness the poem has
 always inspired. It is that uneasiness which the critics inadvertently ac-
 knowledge when they argue about the force of the last line, but they are
 unable to make analytical use of what they acknowledge because they
 have no way of dealing with or even recognizing experiential (that is,
 temporal) structures. In fact, more than one editor has eliminated those
 structures by punctuating them out of existence: first by putting a full
 stop at the end of line 6 and thereby making it unlikely that the reader
 will assign line 7 to God (there will no longer be an expectation of
 reported speech), and then by supplying quotation marks for the sestet
 in order to remove any doubts one might have as to who is speaking.
 There is of course no warrant for these emendations, and in 1791
 Thomas Warton had the grace and honesty to admit as much. "I have,"
 he said, "introduced the turned commas both in the question and an-
 swer, not from any authority, but because they seem absolutely necessary
 to the sense."6

 III

 Editorial practices like these are only the most obvious manifesta-
 tions of the assumptions to which I stand opposed: the assumption that
 there is a sense, that it is embedded or encoded in the text, and that it can
 be taken in at a single glance. These assumptions are, in order, positivist,
 holistic, and spatial, and to have them is to be committed both to a goal
 and to a procedure. The goal is to settle on a meaning, and the proce-
 dure involves first stepping back from the text, and then putting to-
 gether or otherwise calculating the discrete units of significance it con-
 tains. My quarrel with this procedure (and with the assumptions that
 generate it) is that in the course of following it through the reader's

 6. Poems Upon Several Occasions, English, Italian, And Latin, With Translations, By John
 Milton, ed. Thomas Warton (London, 1791), p. 352.
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 474 Stanley E. Fish Interpreting the Variorum

 activities are at once ignored and devalued. They are ignored because
 the text is taken to be self-sufficient-everything is in it-and they are
 devalued because when they are thought of at all, they are thought of as
 the disposable machinery of extraction. In the procedures I would urge,
 the reader's activities are at the center of attention, where they are re-
 garded, not as leading to meaning, but as having meaning. The meaning
 they have is a consequence of their not being empty; for they include the
 making and revising of assumptions, the rendering and regretting of
 judgments, the coming to and abandoning of conclusions, the giving and
 withdrawing of approval, the specifying of causes, the asking of ques-
 tions, the supplying of answers, the solving of puzzles. In a word, these
 activities are interpretive-rather than being preliminary to questions of
 value they are at every moment settling and resettling questions of
 value-and because they are interpretive, a description of them will also
 be, and without any additional step, an interpretation, not after the fact,
 but of the fact (of experiencing). It will be a description of a moving field
 of concerns, at once wholly present (not waiting for meaning, but con-
 stituting meaning) and continually in the act of reconstituting itself.

 As a project such a description presents enormous difficulties, and
 there is hardly time to consider them here;7 but it should be obvious
 from my brief examples how different it is from the positivist-formalist
 project. Everything depends on the temporal dimension, and as a conse-
 quence the notion of a mistake, at least as something to be avoided,
 disappears. In a sequence where a reader first structures the field he
 inhabits and then is asked to restructure it (by changing an assignment of
 speaker or realigning attitudes and positions) there is no question of
 priority among his structurings; no one of them, even if it is the last, has
 privilege; each is equally legitimate, each equally the proper object of
 analysis, because each is equally an event in his experience.

 The firm assertiveness of this paragraph only calls attention to the
 questions it avoids. Who is this reader? How can I presume to describe
 his experiences, and what do I say to readers who report that they do not
 have the experiences I describe? Let me answer these questions or rather
 make a beginning at answering them in the context of another example,
 this time from Milton's Comus. In line 46 of Comus we are introduced to

 the villain by way of a genealogy:

 Bacchus that first from out the purple grape,
 Crushed the sweet poison of misused wine.

 7. See my Surprised by Sin: The Reader in Paradise Lost (London and New York, 1967);
 Self-consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century Literature (Berkeley, 1972);
 "What Is Stylistics and Why are They Saying Such Terrible Things About It?" in Approaches
 to Poetics, ed. Seymour Chatman (New York, 1973), pp. 109-52; "How Ordinary Is Ordi-
 nary Language?" in New Literary History, 5 (Autumn 1973): 41-54; "Facts and Fictions: A
 Reply to Ralph Rader," Critical Inquiry, 1 (June 1975): 883-91.
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 In almost any edition of this poem, a footnote will tell you that
 Bacchus is the god of wine. Of course most readers already know that,
 and because they know it, they will be anticipating the appearance of
 "wine" long before they come upon it in the final position. Moreover,
 they will also be anticipating a negative judgment on it, in part because
 of the association of Bacchus with revelry and excess, and especially
 because the phrase "sweet poison" suggests that the judgment has al-
 ready been made. At an early point then, we will have both filled in the
 form of the assertion and made a decision about its moral content. That

 decision is upset by the word "misused"; for what "misused" asks us to do
 is transfer the pressure of judgment from wine (where we have already
 placed it) to the abusers of wine, and therefore when "wine" finally
 appears, we must declare it innocent of the charges we have ourselves
 made.

 This, then, is the structure of the reader's experience-the trans-
 ferring of a moral label from a thing to those who appropriate it. It is an
 experience that depends on a reader for whom the name Bacchus has
 precise and immediate associations; another reader, a reader for whom
 those associations are less precise will not have that experience because
 he will not have rushed to a conclusion in relation to which the word

 "misused" will stand as a challenge. Obviously I am discriminating be-
 tween these two readers and between the two equally real experiences
 they will have. It is not a discrimination based simply on information,
 because what is important is not the information itself, but the action of
 the mind which its possession makes possible for one reader and impos-
 sible for the other. One might discriminate further between them by
 noting that the point at issue-whether value is a function of objects and
 actions or of intentions-is at the heart of the seventeenth-century de-
 bate over "things indifferent." A reader who is aware of that debate will
 not only have the experience I describe; he will recognize at the end of it
 that he has been asked to take a position on one side of a continuing
 controversy; and that recognition (also a part of his experience) will be
 part of the disposition with which he moves into the lines that follow.

 It would be possible to continue with this profile of the optimal
 reader, but I would not get very far before someone would point out
 that what I am really describing is the intended reader, the reader whose
 education, opinions, concerns, linguistic competences, etc. make him
 capable of having the experience the author wished to provide. I would
 not resist this characterization because it seems obvious that the efforts

 of readers are always efforts to discern and therefore to realize (in the
 sense of becoming) an author's intention. I would only object if that
 realization were conceived narrowly, as the single act of comprehending
 an author's purpose, rather than (as I would conceive it) as the succes-
 sion of acts readers perform in the continuing assumption that they are
 dealing with intentional beings. In this view discerning an intention is no
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 more or less than understanding, and understanding includes (is consti-
 tuted by) all the activities which make up what I call the structure of the
 reader's experience. To describe that experience is therefore to describe
 the reader's efforts at understanding, and to describe the reader's ef-
 forts at understanding is to describe his realization (in two senses) of an
 author's intention. Or to put it another way, what my analyses amount to
 are descriptions of a succession of decisions made by readers about an
 author's intention; decisions that are not limited to the specifying of
 purpose but include the specifying of every aspect of successively in-
 tended worlds; decisions that are precisely the shape, because they are
 the content, of the reader's activities.

 Having said this, however, it would appear that I am open to two
 objections. The first is that the procedure is a circular one. I describe the
 experience of a reader who in his strategies is answerable to an author's
 intention, and I specify the author's intention by pointing to the
 strategies employed by that same reader. But this objection would have
 force only if it were possible to specify one independently of the other.
 What is being specified from either perspective are the conditions of
 utterance, of what could have been understood to have been meant by
 what was said. That is, intention and understanding are two ends of a
 conventional act, each of which necessarily stipulates (includes, defines,
 specifies) the other. To construct the profile of the informed or at-home
 reader is at the same time to characterize the author's intention and vice

 versa, because to do either is to specify the contemporary conditions of
 utterance, to identify, by becoming a member of, a community made up
 of those who share interpretive strategies.

 The second objection is another version of the first: if the content of
 the reader's experience is the succession of acts he performs in search of
 an author's intentions, and if he performs those acts at the bidding of the
 text, does not the text then produce or contain everything-intention
 and experience-and have I not compromised my antiformalist posi-
 tion? This objection will have force only if the formal patterns of the text
 are assumed to exist independently of the reader's experience, for only
 then can priority be claimed for them. Indeed, the claims of indepen-
 dence and priority are one and the same; when they are separated it is so
 that they can give circular and illegitimate support to each other. The
 question "do formal features exist independently?" is usually answered
 by pointing to their priority: they are "in" the text before the reader
 comes to it. The question "are formal features prior?" is usually an-
 swered by pointing to their independent status: they are "in" the text
 before the reader comes to it. What looks like a step in an argument is
 actually the spectacle of an assertion supporting itself. It follows then
 that an attack on the independence of formal features will also be an
 attack on their priority (and vice versa), and I would like to mount such
 an attack in the context of two short passages from Lycidas.
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 The first passage (actually the second in the poem's sequence) be-
 gins at line 42:

 The willows and the hazel copses green
 Shall now no more be seen,
 Fanning their joyous leaves to thy soft lays.

 [Ll. 42-44]

 It is my thesis that the reader is always making sense (I intend "making"
 to have its literal force), and in the case of these lines the sense he makes
 will involve the assumption (and therefore the creation) of a completed
 assertion after the word "seen," to wit, the death of Lycidas has so af-
 fected the willows and the hazel copses green that, in sympathy, they will
 wither and die (will no more be seen by anyone). In other words at the
 end of line 43 the reader will have hazarded an interpretation, or per-
 formed an act of perceptual closure, or made a decision as to what is
 being asserted. I do not mean that he has done four things, but that he
 has done one thing the description of which might take any one of four
 forms-making sense, interpreting, performing perceptual closure, de-
 ciding about what is intended. (The importance of this point will become
 clear later.) Whatever he has done (that is, however we characterize it) he
 will undo it in the act of reading the next line; for here he discovers that
 his closure, or making of sense, was premature and that he must make a
 new one in which the relationship between man and nature is exactly the
 reverse of what was first assumed. The willows and the hazel copses
 green will in fact be seen, but they will not be seen by Lycidas. It is he
 who will be no more, while they go on as before, fanning their joyous
 leaves to someone else's soft lays (the whole of line 44 is now perceived
 as modifying and removing the absoluteness of "seen"). Nature is not
 sympathetic, but indifferent, and the notion of her sympathy is one of
 those "false surmises" that the poem is continually encouraging and then
 disallowing.

 The previous sentence shows how easy it is to surrender to the bias
 of our critical language and begin to talk as if poems, not readers or
 interpreters, did things. Words like "encourage" and "disallow" (and
 others I have used in this paper) imply agents, and it is only "natural" to
 assign agency first to an author's intentions and then to the forms that
 assumedly embody them. What really happens, I think, is something
 quite different: rather than intention and its formal realization produc-
 ing interpretation (the "normal" picture), interpretation creates inten-
 tion and its formal realization by creating the conditions in which it
 becomes possible to pick them out. In other words, in the analysis of
 these lines from Lycidas I did what critics always do: I "saw" what my
 interpretive principles permitted or directed me to see, and then I
 turned around and attributed what I had "seen" to a text and an inten-
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 tion. What my principles direct me to "see" are readers performing acts;
 the points at which I find (or to be more precise, declare) those acts to
 have been performed become (by a sleight of hand) demarcations in the
 text; those demarcations are then available for the designation "formal
 features," and as formal features they can be (illegitimately) assigned the
 responsibility for producing the interpretation which in fact produced
 them. In this case, the demarcation my interpretation calls into being is
 placed at the end of line 42; but of course the end of that (or any other)
 line is worth noticing or pointing out only because my model demands
 (the word is not too strong) perceptual closures and therefore locations
 at which they occur; in that model this point will be one of those loca-
 tions, although (1) it needn't have been (not every line ending occasions
 a closure) and (2) in another model, one that does not give value to the
 activities of readers, the possibility of its being one would not have aris-
 en.

 What I am suggesting is that formal units are always a function of
 the interpretative model one brings to bear; they are not "in" the text,
 and I would make the same argument for intentions. That is, intention is
 no more embodied "in" the text than are formal units; rather an inten-

 tion, like a formal unit, is made when perceptual or interpretive closure
 is hazarded; it is verified by an interpretive act, and I would add, it is not
 verifiable in any other way. This last assertion is too large to be fully
 considered here, but I can sketch out the argumentative sequence I
 would follow were I to consider it: intention is known when and only
 when it is recognized; it is recognized as soon as you decide about it; you
 decide about it as soon as you make a sense; and you make a sense (or so
 my model claims) as soon as you can.

 Let me tie up the threads of my argument with a final example
 from Lycidas:

 He must not float upon his wat'ry bier
 Unwept ...

 [Ll. 13-14]

 Here the reader's experience has much the same career as it does in lines
 42-44: at the end of line 13 perceptual closure is hazarded, and a sense is
 made in which the line is taken to be a resolution bordering on a prom-
 ise: that is, there is now an expectation that something will be done about
 this unfortunate situation, and the reader anticipates a call to action,
 perhaps even a program for the undertaking of a rescue mission. With
 "Unwept," however, that expectation and anticipation are disappointed,
 and the realization of that disappointment will be inseparable from the
 making of a new (and less comforting) sense: nothing will be done;
 Lycidas will continue to float upon his wat'ry bier, and the only action
 taken will be the lamenting of the fact that no action will be efficacious,
 including the actions of speaking and listening to this lament (which in

This content downloaded from 
����������149.164.110.128 on Tue, 29 Aug 2023 21:55:16 +00:00����������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Critical Inquiry Spring 1976 479

 line 15 will receive the meretricious and self-mocking designation
 "melodious tear"). Three "structures" come into view at precisely the
 same moment, the moment when the reader having resolved a sense
 unresolves it and makes a new one; that moment will also be the moment
 of picking out a formal pattern or unit, end of line/beginning of line,
 and it will also be the moment at which the reader having decided about
 the speaker's intention, about what is meant by what has been said, will
 make the decision again and in so doing will make another intention.

 This, then, is my thesis: that the form of the reader's experience,
 formal units, and the structure of intention are one, that they come into
 view simultaneously, and that therefore the questions of priority and
 independence do not arise. What does arise is another question: what
 produces them? That is, if intention, form, and the shape of the reader's
 experience are simply different ways of referring to (different perspec-
 tives on) the same interpretive act, what is that act an interpretation of ? I
 cannot answer that question, but neither, I would claim, can anyone else,
 although formalists try to answer it by pointing to patterns and claiming
 that they are available independently of (prior to) interpretation. These
 patterns vary according to the procedures that yield them: they may be
 statistical (number of two-syllable words per hundred words), grammati-
 cal (ratio of passive to active constructions, or of right-branching to
 left-branching sentences, or of anything else); but whatever they are I
 would argue that they do not lie innocently in the world but are them-
 selves constituted by an interpretive act, even if, as is often the case, that
 act is unacknowledged. Of course, this is as true of my analyses as it is of
 anyone else's. In the examples offered here I appropriate the notion
 "line ending" and treat it as a fact of nature; and one might conclude
 that as a fact it is responsible for the reading experience I describe. The
 truth I think is exactly the reverse: line endings exist by virtue of percep-
 tual strategies rather than the other way around. Historically, the
 strategy that we know as "reading (or hearing) poetry" has included
 paying attention to the line as a unit, but it is precisely that attention
 which has made the line as a unit (either of print or of aural duration)
 available. A reader so practiced in paying that attention that he regards
 the line as a brute fact rather than as a convention will have a great deal
 of difficulty with concrete poetry; if he overcomes that difficulty, it will
 not be because he has learned to ignore the line as a unit but because he
 will have acquired a new set of interpretive strategies (the strategies
 constitutive of "concrete poetry reading") in the context of which the
 line as a unit no longer exists. In short, what is noticed is what has been
 made noticeable, not by a clear and undistorting glass, but by an interpre-
 tive strategy.

 This may be hard to see when the strategy has become so habitual
 that the forms it yields seem part of the world. We find it easy to assume
 that alliteration as an effect depends on a "fact" that exists indepen-
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 dently of any interpretive "use" one might make of it, the fact that words
 in proximity begin with the same letter. But it takes only a moment's
 reflection to realize that the sameness, far from being natural, is en-
 forced by an orthographic convention; that is to say, it is the product of
 an interpretation. Were we to substitute phonetic conventions for or-
 thographic ones (a "reform" traditionally urged by purists), the sup-
 posedly "objective" basis for alliteration would disappear because a
 phonetic transcription would require that we distinguish between the
 initial sounds of those very words that enter into alliterative relation-
 ships; rather than conforming to those relationships the rules of spelling
 make them. One might reply that, since alliteration is an aural rather
 than a visual phenomenon when poetry is heard, we have unmediated
 access to the physical sounds themselves and hear "real" similarities. But
 phonological "facts" are no more uninterpreted (or less conventional)
 than the "facts" of orthography; the distinctive features that make ar-
 ticulation and reception possible are the product of a system of differ-
 ences that must be imposed before it can be recognized; the patterns the
 ear hears (like the patterns the eye sees) are the patterns its perceptual
 habits make available.

 One can extend this analysis forever, even to the "facts" of gram-
 mar. The history of linguistics is the history of competing paradigms
 each of which offers a different account of the constituents of language.
 Verbs, nouns, cleft sentences, transformations, deep and surface struc-
 tures, semes, rhemes, tagmemes-now you see them, now you don't,
 depending on the descriptive apparatus you employ. The critic who
 confidently rests his analyses on the bedrock of syntactic descriptions is
 resting on an interpretation; the facts he points to are there, but only as a
 consequence of the interpretive (man-made) model that has called them
 into being.

 The moral is clear: the choice is never between objectivity and in-
 terpretation but between an interpretation that is unacknowledged as
 such and an interpretation that is at least aware of itself. It is this aware-
 ness that I am claiming for myself, although in doing so I must give up
 the claims implicitly made in the first part of this paper. There I argue
 that a bad (because spatial) model had suppressed what was really hap-
 pening, but by my own declared principles the notion "really happen-
 ing" is just one more interpretation.

 IV

 It seems then that the price one pays for denying the priority of
 either forms or intentions is an inability to say how it is that one ever
 begins. Yet we do begin, and we continue, and because we do there
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 arises an immediate counter-objection to the preceding pages. If in-
 terpretive acts are the source of forms rather than the other way around,
 why isn't it the case that readers are always performing the same acts or a
 random succession of forms? How, in short, does one explain these two
 random succession of forms. How, in short, does one explain these two
 "facts" of reading?: (1) the same reader will perform differently when
 reading two "different" (the word is in quotation marks because its status
 is precisely what is at issue) texts; and (2) different readers will perform
 similarly when reading the "same" (in quotes for the same reason) text.
 That is to say, both the stability of interpretation among readers and the
 variety of interpretation in the career of a single reader would seem to
 argue for the existence of something independent of and prior to in-
 terpretive acts, something which produces them. I will answer this chal-
 lenge by asserting that both the stability and the variety are functions of
 interpretive strategies rather than of texts.

 Let us suppose that I am reading Lycidas. What is it that I am doing?
 First of all, what Lam not doing is "simply reading," an activity in which I
 do not believe because it implies the possibility of pure (that is, disin-
 terested) perception. Rather, I am proceeding on the basis of (at least)
 two interpretive decisions: (1) that Lycidas is a pastoral and (2) that it was
 written by Milton. (I should add that the notions "pastoral" and "Milton"
 are also interpretations; that is they do not stand for a set of indisputa-
 ble, objective facts; if they did, a great many books would not now be
 getting written.) Once these decisions have been made (and if I had not
 made these I would have made others, and they would be consequential
 in the same way), I am immediately predisposed to perform certain acts,
 to "find," by looking for, themes (the relationship between natural pro-
 cesses and the careers of men, the efficacy of poetry or of any other
 action), to confer significances (on flowers, streams, shepherds, pagan
 deities), to mark out "formal" units (the lament, the consolation, the
 turn, the affirmation of faith, etc.). My disposition to perform these acts
 (and others; the list is not meant to be exhaustive) constitutes a set of
 interpretive strategies, which, when they are put into execution, become
 the large act of reading. That is to say, interpretive strategies are not put
 into execution after reading (the pure act of perception in which I do
 not believe); they are the shape of reading, and because they are the
 shape of reading, they give texts their shape, making them rather than,
 as it is usually assumed, arising from them. Several important things
 follow from this account:

 1. I did not have to execute this particular set of interpretive
 strategies because I did not have to make those particular interpretive
 (pre-reading) decisions. I could have decided, for example, that Lycidas
 was a text in which a set of fantasies and defenses find expression. These
 decisions would have entailed the assumption of another set of interpre-
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 tive strategies (perhaps like that put forward by Norman Holland in The
 Dynamics of Literary Response) and the execution of that set would have
 made another text.

 2. I could execute this same set of strategies when presented with
 texts that did not bear the title (again a notion which is itself an interpre-
 tation) Lycidas, A Pastoral Monody.... I could decide (it is a decision some
 have made) that Adam Bede is a pastoral written by an author who con-
 sciously modeled herself on Milton (still remembering that "pastoral"
 and "Milton" are interpretations, not facts in the public domain); or I
 could decide, as Empson did, that a great many things not usually con-
 sidered pastoral were in fact to be so read; and either decision would
 give rise to a set of interpretive strategies, which, when put into action,
 would write the text I write when reading Lycidas. (Are you with me?)

 3. A reader other than myself who, when presented with Lycidas,
 proceeds to put into execution a set of interpretive strategies similar to
 mine (how he could do so is a question I will take up later), will perform
 the same (or at least a similar) succession of interpretive acts. He and I
 then might be tempted to say that we agree about the poem (thereby
 assuming that the poem exists independently of the acts either of us
 performs); but what we really would agree about is the way to write it.

 4. A reader other than myself who, when presented with Lycidas
 (please keep in mind that the status of Lycidas is what is at issue), puts
 into execution a different set of interpretive strategies will perform a
 different succession of interpretive acts. (I am assuming, it is the article
 of my faith, that a reader will always execute some set of interpretive
 strategies and therefore perform some succession of interpretive acts.)
 One of us might then be tempted to complain to the other that we could
 not possibly be reading the same poem (literary criticism is full of such
 complaints) and he would be right; for each of us would be reading the
 poem he had made.

 The large conclusion that follows from these four smaller ones is
 that the notions of the "same" or "different" texts are fictions. If I read

 Lycidas and The Waste Land differently (in fact I do not), it will not be
 because the formal structures of the two poems (to term them such is
 also an interpretive decision) call forth different interpretive strategies
 but because my predisposition to execute different interpretive
 strategies will produce different formal structures. That is, the two poems
 are different because I have decided that they will be. The proof of this
 is the possibility of doing the reverse (that is why point 2 is so important).
 That is to say, the answer to the question "why do different texts give rise
 to different sequences of interpretive acts?" is that they don't have to, an
 answer which implies strongly that "they" don't exist. Indeed it has al-
 ways been possible to put into action interpretive strategies designed to
 make all texts one, or to put it more accurately, to be forever making the
 same text. Augustine urges just such a strategy, for example, in On
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 Christian Doctrine where he delivers the "rule of faith" which is of course

 a rule of interpretation. It is dazzlingly simple: everything in the Scrip-
 tures, and indeed in the world when it is properly read, points to (bears
 the meaning of ) God's love for us and our answering responsibility to
 love our fellow creatures for His sake. If only you should come upon
 something which does not at first seem to bear this meaning, that "does
 not literally pertain to virtuous behavior or to the truth of faith," you are
 then to take it "to be figurative" and proceed to scrutinize it "until an
 interpretation contributing to the reign of charity is produced." This
 then is both a stipulation of what meaning there is and a set of directions
 for finding it, which is of course a set of directions-of interpretive
 strategies-for making it, that is, for the endless reproduction of the
 same text. Whatever one may think of this interpretive program, its
 success and ease of execution are attested to by centuries of Christian
 exegesis. It is my contention that any interpretive program, any set of
 interpretive strategies, can have a similar success, although few have
 been as spectacularly successful as this one. (For some time now, for at
 least three hundred years, the most successful interpretive program has
 gone under the name "ordinary language.") In our own discipline pro-
 grams with the same characteristic of always reproducing one text in-
 clude psychoanalytic criticism, Robertsonianism (always threatening to
 extend its sway into later and later periods), numerology (a sameness
 based on the assumption of innumerable fixed differences).

 The other challenging question-"why will different readers exe-
 cute the same interpretive strategy when faced with the 'same'
 text?"- can be handled in the same way. The answer is again that they
 don't have to, and my evidence is the entire history of literary criticism.
 And again this answer implies that the notion "same text" is the product
 of the possession by two or more readers of similar interpretive
 strategies.

 But why should this ever happen? Why should two or more readers
 ever agree, and why should regular, that is, habitual, differences in the
 career of a single reader ever occur? What is the explanation on the one
 hand of the stability of interpretation (at least among certain groups at
 certain times) and on the other of the orderly variety of interpretation if
 it is not the stability and variety of texts? The answer to all of these
 questions is to be found in a notion that has been implicit in my argu-
 ment, the notion of interpretive communities. Interpretive communities are
 made up of those who share interpretive strategies not for reading (in
 the conventional sense) but for writing texts, for constituting their prop-
 erties and assigning their intentions. In other words these strategies exist
 prior to the act of reading and therefore determine the shape of what is
 read rather than, as is usually assumed, the other way around. If it is an
 article of faith in a particular community that there are a variety of texts,
 its members will boast a repertoire of strategies for making them. And if
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 a community believes in the existence of only one text, then the single
 strategy its members employ will be forever writing it. The first com-
 munity will accuse the members of the second of being reductive, and
 they in turn will call their accusers superficial. The assumption in each
 community will be that the other is not correctly perceiving the "true
 text," but the truth will be that each perceives the text (or texts) its
 interpretive strategies demand and call into being. This, then, is the
 explanation both for the stability of interpretation among different
 readers (they belong to the same community) and for the regularity with
 which a single reader will employ different interpretive strategies and
 thus make different texts (he belongs to different communities). It also
 explains why there are disagreements and why they can be debated in a
 principled way: not because of a stability in texts, but because of a stabil-
 ity in the makeup of interpretive communities and therefore in the
 opposing positions they make possible. Of course this stability is always
 temporary (unlike the longed for and timeless stability of the text). In-
 terpretive communities grow larger and decline, and individuals move
 from one to another; thus while the alignments are not permanent, they
 are always there, providing just enough stability for the interpretive
 battles to go on, and just enough shift and slippage to assure that they
 will never be settled. The notion of interpretive communities thus stands
 between an impossible ideal and the fear which leads so many to main-
 tain it. The ideal is of perfect agreement and it would require texts to
 have a status independent of interpretation. The fear is of interpretive
 anarchy, but it would only be realized if interpretation (text making)
 were completely random. It is the fragile but real consolidation of in-
 terpretive communities that allows us to talk to one another, but with no
 hope or fear of ever being able to stop.

 In other words interpretive communities are no more stable than
 texts because interpretive strategies are not natural or universal, but
 learned. This does not mean that there is a point at which an individual
 has not yet learned any. The ability to interpret is not acquired; it is
 constitutive of being human. What is acquired are the ways of interpret-
 ing and those same ways can also be forgotten or supplanted, or compli-
 cated or dropped from favor ("no one reads that way anymore"). When
 any of these things happens, there is a corresponding change in texts,
 not because they are being read differently, but because they are being
 written differently.

 The only stability, then, inheres in the fact (at least in my model)
 that interpretive strategies are always being deployed, and this means
 that communication is a much more chancy affair than we are accus-
 tomed to think it. For if there are no fixed texts, but only interpretive
 strategies making them; and if interpretive strategies are not natural,
 but learned (and are therefore unavailable to a finite description), what
 is it that utterers (speakers, authors, critics, me, you) do? In the old
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 model utterers are in the business of handing over ready made or pre-
 fabricated meanings. These meanings are said to be encoded, and the
 code is assumed to be in the world independently of the individuals who
 are obliged to attach themselves to it (if they do not they run the danger
 of being declared deviant). In my model, however, meanings are not
 extracted but made and made not by encoded forms but by interpretive
 strategies that call forms into being. It follows then that what utterers do
 is give hearers and readers the opportunity to make meanings (and
 texts) by inviting them to put into execution a set of strategies. It is
 presumed that the invitation will be recognized, and that presumption
 rests on a projection on the part of a speaker or author of the moves he
 would make if confronted by the sounds or marks he is uttering or
 setting down.

 It would seem at first that this account of things simply reintroduces
 the old objection; for isn't this an admission that there is after all a
 formal encoding, not perhaps of meanings, but of the directions for
 making them, for executing interpretive strategies? The answer is that
 they will only be directions to those who already have the interpretive
 strategies in the first place. Rather than producing interpretive acts, they
 are the product of one. An author hazards his projection, not because of
 something "in" the marks, but because of something he assumes to be in
 his reader. The very existence of the "marks" is a function of an in-
 terpretive community, for they will be recognized (that is, made) only by
 its members. Those outside that community will be deploying a different
 set of interpretive strategies (interpretation cannot be withheld) and will
 therefore be making different marks.

 So once again I have made the text disappear, but unfortunately the
 problems do not disappear with it. If everyone is continually executing
 interpretive strategies and in that act constituting texts, intentions,
 speakers, and authors, how can any one of us know whether or not he is
 a member of the same interpretive community as any other of us? The
 answer is that he can't, since any evidence brought forward to support
 the claim would itself be an interpretation (especially if the "other" were
 an author long dead). The only "proof" of membership is fellowship,
 the nod of recognition from someone in the same community, someone
 who says to you what neither of us could ever prove to a third party: "we
 know." I say it to you now, knowing full well that you will agree with me
 (that is, understand) only if you already agree with me.
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